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INTRODUCTION
In the past few decades, hallmark features of kindergarten, such 
as child-centered practices, play-based experiences, and social-
emotional development, have gradually been crowded out by 
teacher-directed practices, highly-structured environments, and 
prescriptive academic curriculum (Haslip & Gullo, 2018). Parents, 
teachers, and other professionals are concerned that such a 
radical change in kindergarten may have detrimental effects on a 
child’s development. At the heart of this issue lies a perceived 
dichotomy between child-centered, developmentally appropriate 
practices and teacher-directed, academic instruction. This 
literature review will address what the research says about 
academic instruction, developmentally appropriate practices, and 
additional factors that contribute to providing intentional 
instruction in kindergarten.
CHANGES IN KINDERGARTEN
Bassok, Latham, and Rorem (2016) examined data from two 
kindergarten cohorts of the nationally representative Early 
Childhood Longitudinal Study (ECLS-K:1998 and ECLS-K:2011). 
A small sample of their findings include: 
Gallant’s (2009) study compared survey results of kindergarten 
teachers from 1994 and the early 2000s. Researchers discovered 
many instructional materials and practices common in the 2000s 
(e.g., leveled texts, guided reading, literacy centers) had not been 
present in 1994. These findings suggest explicit instruction in 
reading and writing were prevalent by early-2000 and indicate 
a shift in instructional pedagogy to be more curriculum-based.
• In 1998, 31% of teachers believed that most children should 
learn to read in kindergarten, which increased to 80% of 
teachers in 2010 (Bassok et al., 2016). 
• Teachers in both years placed a higher emphasis on the 
importance of non-academic skills at school entry (such as 
self-regulation and social interaction) than academic skills. 
• Kindergarten classrooms in both years consistently included 
interest areas for reading, math, listening, puzzles/blocks, 
and computers. In 2010, significantly fewer classrooms had 
areas for dramatic play, science, art, or a water/sand table.
A PERCEIVED DICHOTOMY
In 1987, the National Association for the Education of Young 
Children (NAEYC) issued its first position statement about 
appropriate instructional practices for young children. According 
to Gallant (2009), wording of this document implied a 
dichotomous relationship between teaching methods, centered on 
“whether teachers should use developmentally appropriate, child-
centered practices, based in exploration and play, or didactic, 
teacher-centered practices, which tended to rely more exclusively 
on passive forms of instruction as well as drill-and-practice 
approaches” (p. 204). Conversations about kindergarten soon 
became fixated on what was considered to be developmentally 
appropriate – not only in content but also in process.
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The nature of education in kindergarten has indeed changed over 
the last few decades. Before long, a perceived dichotomy 
emerged, pitting child-centered, developmentally appropriate 
practices against teacher-directed, academic instruction. As the 
research indicates, however, such a dichotomy is unnecessary. 
Teacher-directed practices have proven effective in teaching 
certain skills and concepts (particularly those related to literacy) 
and have a rightful place in kindergarten education. Academic 
content is equally as important as social and emotional 
development in kindergarten, and young children are capable of 
meeting high academic expectations when provided supportive, 
intentional instruction. Child-centered practices have also proven 
effective in teaching certain skills and concepts (particularly those 
related to math) and should be included in a balanced 
kindergarten experience. Developmentally appropriate practices 
essentially encompass both child-centered and teacher-directed 
instruction, yet do so in a way that honors the unique 
developmental capacities of young children. Each element can 
live in harmony within the learning experience of kindergarten. 
Through a combination of academic instruction and 
developmentally appropriate practices, a teacher can provide 
intentional instruction in the kindergarten classroom.
INTENTIONAL TEACHING IN KINDERGARTEN
Kindergarten programs can – and should – include a combination of child-centered, developmentally appropriate practices and explicit, academic 
instruction. In doing so, teachers endeavor to provide intentional and well-balanced instruction for young children. 
Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory of development delivers a strong foundation for intentional instruction. One of the most well-known strategies 
related to this theory is that of scaffolding, where a teacher supports (scaffolds) a child’s learning by providing hints, cues, or modeling, thus 
enabling the child to accomplish a learning task just beyond what he or she would have been able to do independently (Daniels & Clarkson, 2010). 
Heroman and Copple (2006) provide an abundance of suggestions for implementing intentional instruction in the kindergarten classroom, such as: 
• Using a variety of instructional strategies (encouragement, providing specific feedback, modeling, creating or adding challenge, providing a 
cue or hint, providing information, giving directions), 
• Using a variety of learning contexts (whole group, small group, learning centers, daily routines), 
• Using a variety of approaches for content teaching and learning (single-concept or single-skill approach, unit or theme approach, project-
based approach), and 
• Individualizing and differentiating instruction for all learners (pp. 66-71)
ACADEMIC INSTRUCTION
In a report highlighting the effects of No Child Left Behind on young children, Stipek (2006) shares that “highly academic, performance-oriented 
instruction (e.g., focused on right answers)” in preschool and kindergarten has been linked to children displaying “lower perceptions of competence 
and expectations for success, avoidance of challenging tasks, less pride in achievement, more dependency on adults for direction and evaluation, and 
higher anxiety” (p. 460). Too narrow a focus on literacy and math skills may also come at the cost of developing skills in other areas, such as 
“social competence, behavioral self-regulation, and physical and emotional well-being” (Stipek, 2006, p. 456). 
Allington and McGill-Franzen (2000) explain that direct instruction does not necessarily mean the teacher is reading from scripted curriculum and 
expecting students to answer in a certain way. Instead, direct instruction may better be understood as explicit instruction – a method in which 
teachers clearly and concisely teach a specific concept or skill. This instructional method (approved by NAEYC) does belong in kindergarten. 
Direct instruction has been particularly effective in teaching reading and language skills to kindergarten students (Gallant, 2009; Stipek, Feiler, 
Daniels, & Milburn, 1995; Van Horn, Karlin, Ramey, Aldridge, & Snyder, 2005). Researchers speculate this is because the nature of some early 
literacy skills are grounded in rote memorization (Stipek et al., 1995). 
Academic skills developed during early childhood – particularly math skills – are powerful predictors of academic and nonacademic performance 
in later years (Bassok et al., 2016; Duncan et al., 2007). Academically-oriented experiences in the primary grades have been particularly beneficial 
for children who did not attend preschool (Bassok et al., 2016) and those who live in poverty (Stipek, 2006).
DEVELOPMENTALLY APPROPRIATE PRACTICES
Child-centered practices are rooted in the child development theories of constructivism (Jean Piaget) and sociocultural theory (Lev Vygotsky). Both 
theories assert that the child is able to actively construct his or her own knowledge. NAEYC endorses child-centered learning and has developed 
guidelines to assist teachers with implementing developmentally appropriate practices (DAP) in the classroom. 
Stipek et al. (1995) found that children in child-centered classrooms exhibited higher self-confidence, greater pride in accomplishments, and less 
stress than children in teacher-directed classrooms. Social and emotional competencies emphasized in DAP classrooms (e.g., self-regulation, 
independence, cooperation) are powerful indicators of a child’s ability to function in school, thereby having a direct impact on his or her academic 
achievement, too (NAEYC, 2009). Child-centered approaches have been effective in teaching math skills to young children, likely due to the 
hands-on, concrete nature that supports early mathematical understanding (Stipek et al., 1995; Van Horn et al., 2005). 
Van Horn et al. (2005) analyzed 17 quantitative studies to determine the effectiveness of DAP in kindergarten classrooms. Results were coded as 
either DAP or DIP (developmentally inappropriate). Cognitive outcomes were mixed, but DIP classrooms did appear more effective for teaching 
skills related to reading. Most studies found positive correlations between DAP and psychosocial outcomes. In one study highlighting social 
development, “boys performed better in classrooms that emphasized socioemotional development and girls performed better in classrooms that 
emphasized academic development. No gender differences were found in academic achievement, however” (Van Horn et al, 2005, p. 339). 
Other studies revealed no significant differences between boys’ and girls’ performance in academic or psychosocial outcomes. The effects of DAP 
on children from varying levels of socioeconomic status (SES) were mixed. After a comprehensive review, the research team concluded that there 
were no clear answers (Van Horn et al., 2005). Findings from this meta-analysis underscore the NAEYC recommendation of including both child-
centered and teacher-directed practices in early childhood education.
